






Michael Oakeshott’s Critique of rationalism in politics 
as Basis for His Theory of Civil Association
Abstract
Michael	Oakeshott	criticises	rationalism	in	politics	because	it	excludes	everything	that	is	
not	grounded	 in	and	 justified	by	 theory.	Theoretical	knowledge,	according	 to	Oakeshott,	
isn’t	 capable	of	absorbing	 the	given	diversity	because	 it	operates	 in	different	categories	







Rationalism	 in	politics,	 civil	 association,	 enterprise	 association,	politics	 as	 conversation,	
power	relations,	regimes	of	truth
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of	power	and	knowledge	reveals	 the	extent	 to	which	Oakeshott’s	 theory	of	
civil association is vulnerable.
A few words about Oakeshott



























































Oakeshott	 rightfully	 argues	 that	 the	 appearance	 of	 technical	 knowledge	



















unsystematic,	 tacit	knowledge	 lacks	such	certainty	and	 therefore	cannot	be	
knowledge	at	all.3 Oakeshott  rightly emphasised  that  rationalist concept of 
knowledge	 impoverishes	political	 activity	by	 taking	away	 from	politics	 all	
those	wisdoms,	political	instincts,	tricks	and	skills	that	we	think	of	when	we	
talk	about	politics	today.	Unfortunately,	while	searching	for	an	ideal	political	








































“Political activity  is  recognized as  the  imposition of a uniform condition of perfection upon 
human conduct.”5



























































































































exchanged.	 However,	 political	 phenomena	 like	 power	 relations,	 political	
techniques,	political	prudence,	coercion,	violence	etc.,	are	thereby	completely	
neglected. Democratic institutions can be established only as a (perpetuating) 
result	 of	 political	 activity	 which	 includes	 the	 aforementioned	 phenomena.	
Common institutions can be more or less liberal and more or less democratic 
but	 their	 value,	 quality,	 character	 and	 authority	will	 always	depend	on	 the	
day-to-day	politics	being	exercised	within	their	scope.	In	other	words,	formal	
authority	of	institutions	is	insignificant	if	the	power	lies	elsewhere.
In	 addition	 to	 the	 detected	 problem,	Oakeshott’s	 subordination	 of	 cultural	
identity to the common recognition of lex	is	to	an	extent	doubtful.	If	his	aim	




































everything	 can	be	 governed,	 regulated,	 administrated.11  Foucault  describes 















































in:	 Michel	 Foucault:	 Beyond	 Structuralism	








































The  problem  is  that  political  activity  thus  described  leaves  a  sense  of  for-
malistic	emptiness,	especially	because	power	relations	are	entirely	ignored.	












manifested	as	 a	hyperinflation	of	 sexual	discourses,	primarily	medical	 and	
psychiatric	discourses	about	the	deviant	and	marginal	sexualities,	about	sex	













However,	 the	phenomenon	of	 sexuality	was	 just	 a	paradigm	–	as	were	 the	
disciplinary	institutions	–	that	showed	the	relation	between	the	discourse	and	
power.	What	Foucault	demonstrated	on	 sexuality	and	prison	 (in	Discipline	































Foucault  talks  about  the  “governmentalisa-
tion	 of	 the	 state”,	 although	 his	 analysis	 of	
power	 is	 not	 focused	 on	 state	 power	 or	 the	
state in general.
16
M.	 Oakeshott,	 Rationalism	 in	 Politics	 and	
Other	Essays,	p.	127.
17
Michel	 Foucault,	 Histoire	 de	 la	 sexualité,	
tome	 1:	 la	 Volonté	 de	 savoir,	 Gallimard,	
Paris 1994.
18








anism,	 argues	how	 in	 a	 totalitarian	 state	 the	
levels  and  channels  of  communication  be-
tween	individuals	are	replaced	with	an	‘iron	
chain’	so	that	their	plurality	vanishes	in	a	new	
united,	 collective	 social	 body.	To	 tear	 down	
the	 barriers	 (made	 of	 laws)	 between	 people	
means to destroy freedom as a political real-
































does	 not	 exist	 (only	 argument)	 or	 that	 conversation	 is	 something	 different	




of	 distinction	 requests	 a	 normative	basis	which	Foucault	 fails	 to	 establish.	
He does state that domination relations should be avoided because individual 
freedom is not  their constitutive part as  is  the case for normal (strategic or 
governmental)	power	relations.	However,	he	doesn’t	give	us	a	foundational	







(as	well	 as	 a	 source)	 of	 power	 relations	 and	 not	 the	 foundational,	 stabile,	
constitutive	 unit	 upon	which	 power	 acts	 from	 outside.23  He  is  the  vehicle 
(véhicule)	of	power	rather	than	the	object	of	its	application.	He	is	constituted	
through practices of subjection on one hand and of liberation on the other.24 


































mutual	 emotional	 engagement,	 recognition,	 respect,	 etc.	There	 is	 a	widely	




forms	of	human	 interaction	are	 in	 reality	 intertwined	with	power	 relations.	
Friendship	may	be	an	end	in	itself	but	particular	interactions	between	friends	







Another	problem	with	conversation	as	Oakeshott	conceives	it	 is	 that	 it	 is	a	
relationship	where	parties	are	not	assimilated	into	one	another	and	can	thus	
stay	authentic	with	their	diverse	positions.	No	truth	is	 to	be	discovered,	no	













M.	 Foucault,	 Power/Knowledge:	 Selected	




in:	Politics,	 Philosophy,	 Culture:	 Interviews	


















detached	 from	power	 relations.	Discourses	 themselves	 are	 neither	 true	nor	
false.	They	search	for	the	truth	in	a	specific	historical	context,	which	means	










political	 interaction.	The	difference	 is	 that	Oakeshott	doesn’t	deny	such	an	
account of truth but holds it irrelevant for political conversation. In civil as-





Oakeshott	believed	 that	 conversation	 in	 a	 civil	 association	was	a	plausible	
description	of	human	intercourse	because	it	recognized	the	qualities	and	di-



























Michael Oakeshottova kritika racionalizma u politici 
kao temelj teorije građanske udruge
Sažetak
Michael Oakeshott upućuje kritiku racionalizmu u politici koji isključuje sve što nije utemeljeno 
u teoriji, odnosno njome opravdano. Teoretsko znanje, prema Oakeshottu, ne može apsorbirati 
raznolikost svijeta jer rukuje drugačijim kategorijama od onih koje pripadaju realnom svije-
tu. Posljedično, racionalizam svodi politiku na djelatnost rješavanja problema. Oakeshottova 
formula za povratak autonomiji političke djelatnosti jest njezina emancipacija u civilnom udru-
živanju, okviru koji se temelji na priznavanju općih pravila kao takvih, unutar kojeg politička 
djelatnost	 zauzima	 oblik	 razgovora.	 Korektiv	 Oakeshottovu	 utopijskom	 projektu	 nadaje	 se	 u	
misli Michela Foucaulta gdje je najbolje demonstrirana ovisnost zajedničkih institucija, normi 




Michael Oakeshotts Kritik des rationalismus in der politik als 
























La critique par Michael Oakeshott du rationalisme en politique 







l’émancipation	dans	 l’association	civile.	Cette	dernière	est	 constituée	 sur	 la	 reconnaissance	
commune	des	règles	générales	dans	le	cadre	desquelles	la	politique	devrait	s’exercer	sous	for-
me	de	dialogue.	Une	version	plus	élaborée	du	projet	utopique	de	Michael	Oakeshott	est	donnée	
par	la	pensée	de	Michel	Foucault	qui	montre	mieux	que	les	institutions,	les	normes	et	les	lois	
sont	le	résultat	des	relations	de	pouvoir	complexes.
Mots-clés
Rationalisme	en	politique,	association	civile,	association	d’entreprise,	politique	comme	dialogue,	re-
lations	de	pouvoir,	régime	de	vérité
